Competitor detection: An investigation of consumers' perceived similarity by Ring, Amata & Teichmann, Karin
405
Tourism Analysis, Vol. 16, pp. 405–418 1083-5423/11 $60.00 + .00
Printed in the USA. All rights reserved. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.3727/108354211X13149079788873
Copyright © 2011 Cognizant Comm. Corp. www.cognizantcommunication.com
COMPETITOR DETECTION: AN INVESTIGATION 
OF CONSUMERS’ PERCEIVED SIMILARITY
AMATA RING* and KARIN TEICHMANN†
*Chair of International Marketing, University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria
†Department of Strategic Management, Marketing, & Tourism, 
Innsbruck University School of Management, Innsbruck, Austria
This article focuses on the consumer’s perception of skiing destinations in terms of competitive posi-
tion in consumers’ minds. More specifically, the article explores factors that shape individuals’ per-
ceptions about which destinations compete with each other while centering on the categorization 
process itself. To detect competitors in customers’ minds, unconstrained sorting data is used. Results 
are further analyzed by means of three different methods: hierarchical clustering, (spherical) MDS, 
and nondisjunctive clustering. A comparison of the findings shows that all three approaches produce 
rather consistent results. National boundaries are the dominant factor for the categorization of skiing 
destinations. In addition, the emotional element of luxury is a relevant criterion to detect competing 
destinations. The study provides theoretical and managerial implications.
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Introduction
In literature, a vast amount of studies exist that 
deal with destination competitiveness from a sup-
ply-side-oriented view. The common factor in 
these studies is the aim at elaborating factors and 
forces that influence and foster destination com-
petitiveness (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999; Dwyer & 
Kim, 2003; Enright & Newton, 2004, 2005; Goo-
roochurn & Sugiyarto, 2005; Ritchie & Crouch, 
2003). Authors have developed different models or 
frameworks that help to understand attributes of 
destination competitiveness, how they are interre-
lated, and how they may influence destination com-
petitiveness (Dwyer & Kim, 2003; Hassan, 2000; 
Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). As most of the destina-
tion competitiveness research is based on Porter’s 
(1990) seminal work on the “diamond of national 
competitiveness,” demand is recognized as an im-
portant part of a destination’s competitiveness 
(Dwyer & Kim, 2003; Hassan, 2000).
Dwyer and Kim (2003) and Dwyer, Mellor, 
Livaic, Edwards, and Kim (2004) highlight the im-
portance of tourists’ awareness, perceptions, and 
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preferences when it comes to destination competi-
tiveness and stress that destination competitiveness 
measures should recognize distinct motivations of 
different tourists. Even earlier, Woodside and Ly-
sonski (1989) argued that destinations mentioned 
(first) in travelers’ consideration sets1 are in a better 
competitive position compared to other destina-
tions as this “is likely to represent very valuable 
mental space” (p. 13).
Additionally, data on (supply-side-oriented) des-
tination competitiveness is hard to obtain. The 
World Economic Forum (WEF) publishes its data 
on travel and tourism competitiveness of about 130 
different countries (WEF, 2009). However, it is 
hard to collect and compare similar data on a lower 
than national level. Nevertheless, one’s own and 
(potential) competitors’ positions remain an impor-
tant question for destinations. Considering that des-
tination competitiveness is dependent on the choic-
es travelers make between different destinations 
(Hong, 2009), it is argued that the consumer’s point 
of view on perceived substitutability of destina-
tions offers valuable insights into a destination’s 
competitive structure. As destination competitive-
ness is purely based on national boundaries, this 
study examines whether this national boundaries 
also dominate consumers’ perceptions. Therefore, 
this article focuses on the consumer’s perception of 
skiing destinations’ similarity structure and, hence, 
competitive position in consumers’ minds.
The aim of this article is to investigate whether 
or not geographic proximity and national borders 
are the dominant factors that shape perceptions 
about which destinations compete with each other 
and which other factors may influence these per-
ceptions. The article centers on the categorization 
process itself. Therefore, the research question this 
study aims at answering is: Which cues are used for 
identifying competing skiing destinations based on 
consumers’ perceptions?
In consumer behavior, the categorization process 
emerged from Howard’s work (Howard, 1963; 
Howard & Sheth, 1969). The conceptualization re-
volves around the evoked set, which is defined as 
“the subset of brands that a consumer considers 
buying out of the set of brands that he or she is 
aware of in a given product class” (Howard, 1977, 
p. 306). The article is therefore linked to the con-
cept of consideration set, which is understood 
based on Decrop’s (2006) interpretation. He con-
ceptualizes the consideration set as an umbrella 
term for all types of sets at different awareness lev-
els and, in contrast to other authors does not restrict 
it to the evoked set only. However, this article does 
not focus on one specific set, but rather confronts 
consumers with a set of predefined destinations. 
This should reflect the situation when leafing 
through travel catalogues and may include destina-
tions the consumer was not aware of before.
Literature Review
Vacation Decision Making
When it comes to vacation decision making, sev-
eral decisions have to be made. First, it has to be 
decided whether or not to go on vacation at all (De-
crop 2006; Um & Crompton, 1989; van Raaij & 
Francken, 1984). This decision refers to the generic 
decision and involves noncomparable choices as it 
requires trade-offs to be made between spending 
for vacation and other major items, such as pur-
chasing a car, refurbishing one’s own home, or 
health spending (Decrop, 2006). Furthermore, it 
has to be decided what type of vacation one wants 
to take, such as whether to go on a skiing vacation 
or on a city trip (modal decision). The commonali-
ties of generic and modal decision are that they 
typically involve decisions that are mutually exclu-
sive (i.e., you either buy a car or go on vacation, or 
you either go on a skiing vacation or a city trip). To 
finally complete the decision for a vacation, spe­
cific decisions such as where to go (destination), 
how to get there (transportation), and where to stay 
(accommodation) have to be made (Decrop, 2006).
Most models dealing with vacation decision 
making concentrate on the specific decision (i.e., 
destination choice). Thereby, several cognitive 
models of destination choice have been developed. 
They either employ a more structural perspective, 
which concentrates on perception and information 
processing as well as on rules and strategies for 
problem solving, or a more process-oriented per-
spective that focuses on the underlying cognitive 
processes (Decrop, 2006). The structural approach 
focuses on the final decision and examines the pa-
rameters influencing this final decision. Structural 
models are recognized as describing the major cog-
nitive, affective, and behavioral variables of deci-
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sion making, while the process oriented approach 
examines ongoing cognitive processes by means of 
continuous data collection throughout the process 
(Svenson, 1979). It is therefore argued that “there is 
more to be found out about the processes them-
selves” (Smallman & Moore, 2010, p. 402), mean-
ing that process theories can be useful for better 
explaining relationships, interactions, and causa-
tion (Smallman & Moore, 2010). In general, pro-
cess models are sequential as they represent 
emerging plans through different stages and con-
centrate on how decisions evolve over time (De-
crop, 2006).
Destination Choice
The two most well-known models for destina-
tion choice were developed by Woodside and Ly-
sonski (1989) and Um and Crompton (1990). Both 
models are considered to fall into the structural ap-
proach (Decrop, 2006). Smallman and Moore 
(2010), in their more gradual classification of em-
pirical studies dealing with tourist and vacation de-
cision making, placed both studies in their “ap-
proach one,” which summarizes “variance studies 
of tourists’ decisions by causal analysis of indepen-
dent variables that explain choices (dependent vari-
able) by a tourist” (p. 404). This approach is con-
sidered to be grounded in classical buyer behavior 
(Decrop, 2006; Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005; Small-
man & Moore, 2010), which basically refers to 
Howard and Sheth (1969) and Nicosia (1966), to 
name a few. Hence, it considers the decision maker 
as a homo economicus (Sirakaya & Woodside, 
2005; Smallman & Moore, 2010).
In their general model of traveler destination 
choice, Woodside and Lysonski (1989) concentrate 
on the process from being aware of a destination to 
making the final destination choice. They argue 
that perceptions structure destination awareness 
and distinguish four different sets of destination 
awareness: (1) the consideration set, which in-
cludes the destinations that spontaneously come 
into the traveler’s mind when thinking about his or 
her next vacation; (2) the inert set, which subsumes 
destinations the traveler is aware of but does not 
evaluate positively or negatively and are not ac-
tively considered for a visit; (3) the unavailable/
aware set, which consists of vacation destinations 
the traveler finds difficult to reach for one reason or 
another; and (4) the inept set, which includes the 
destinations that are rejected. Consideration is thus 
strongly associated with travelers’ destination pref-
erences leading via the intention to visit to the final 
choice. Additionally, the authors recognize that 
marketing variables and traveler variables (e.g., 
previous experience, demographics, psychograph-
ics) influence how destination awareness is catego-
rized. Furthermore, affective associations find their 
way into the model and are hypothesized to have an 
impact on preferences. Finally, situational vari-
ables may enhance the effect of visit intention on 
the final choice.
Um and Crompton (1990) base their model on 
attitudes towards destination attributes. They inte-
grate situational variables by identifying whether 
attributes were considered as facilitators or inhibi-
tors. In general, Um and Crompton’s model is to a 
large extent similar to Woodside and Lysonski’s 
(1989) model. The former’s external (influences 
from social and marketing environments) and inter-
nal inputs (sociopsychological characteristics) par-
allel the latter’s marketing and traveler variables, 
respectively. More precisely, external inputs stimu-
late, and influence the awareness set of destina-
tions, all potential destinations considered. In a first 
stage, an evoked set (reasonable alternatives) emerg-
es from the awareness set. Thereby, it depends on 
situational constraints and other internal inputs 
which destinations belong to the evoked set. In a 
last step, the final destination is selected from the 
evoked set. The authors conclude that “attitude is a 
significant indicator for predicting whether or not a 
vacation place is selected as a final destination 
from the alternatives in the awareness set” (p. 445).
Models that follow the process theory approach 
the decision process from a more holistic view. 
Usually, they start from a person’s desire or moti-
vation to travel and do not end with the destination 
choice, but also include decisions on travel ar-
rangements and the travel experience itself (Ma-
thieson & Wall, 1982), postpurchase evaluation, 
and satisfaction (Middleton, 1988; Moutinho, 1987). 
Process models focus on information search and 
evaluation of alternatives as a central part of the 
decision-making process (Mathieson & Wall, 1982; 
Middleton, 1988; Moutinho, 1987; van Raaij & 
Francken, 1984). More specifically, these models 
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focus on how information is acquired and stored 
over time so that it is available whenever needed. 
According to Assael (1984), information acquisi-
tion is driven by internal and external information 
search. External search involves collecting infor-
mation from the environment, while internal infor-
mation search refers to acquiring information 
stored in memory. Before consumers can evaluate 
alternatives, however, the acquired internal or ex-
ternal information has to be processed. Information 
processing consists of categorizing, evaluating, or-
ganizing, and retaining information about the ob-
ject upon which a decision has to be made. Thus, 
product information influences consumer choice 
behavior only when information is acquired, per-
ceived, comprehended, stored into memory, and 
finally retrieved from memory (Jacoby, Chestnut, 
& Fisher, 1978).
Process models are embedded in a variety of in-
fluencing factors. Along with socioeconomic, de-
mographic, and psychographic factors, the charac-
teristics of the destinations themselves, trip features 
such as distance and party size (Mathieson & Wall, 
1982; Moutinho, 1987), and influences of family, 
friends, reference groups, and culture (Middleton, 
1988; Moutinho, 1987) are recognized. In addition 
to structural models, process-oriented models also 
build on classical buyer behavior theory, and, 
therefore, are not considered to grasp the full depth 
and complexity of the decision-making process 
(Decrop, 2006; Smallman & Moore, 2010). It is ar-
gued that a naturalistic interpretive perspective can 
provide useful qualitative insight (Decrop, 2006; 
Smallman & Moore, 2010). In his conceptual­
ization of destination consideration sets, Decrop 
(2006) allows for more flexibility. In doing so, he 
overcomes the traditional notion of destination 
choice of continuously narrowing down alterna-
tives from the ones the traveler is aware of (aware-
ness set) to the ones that he or she prefers over 
some others (evoked set), which finally leads to 
the actual choice. He argues that the final destina-
tion choice does not necessarily have to stem from 
the evoked set, but can also come from the alterna-
tive set (i.e., destinations that are less preferred 
than the ones in the evoked set), due to possible 
constraints.
Although there is debate in the literature about 
how destination choice processes can be modeled 
and which theoretical and methodological approach 
is most useful (Decrop, 2006; Smallman & Moore, 
2010), researchers seem to agree that there is a 
structure in travelers’ minds when it comes to 
choosing a destination. As the literature review 
shows, this structure may evolve from previous ex-
perience, awareness, attitudes, preferences, percep-
tions, or motives and will stimulate the categoriza-
tion—or sorting—process in travelers’ minds. This 
is what this study builds on.
Method
Selecting Destinations
In order to select relevant objects (destinations) 
for the task of sorting data, a content analysis of 
travel offers for alpine skiing destinations was ap-
plied. Offers for skiing holidays were used as a ba-
sis to list the most popular destinations. In doing so, 
travel catalogues of the four biggest Austrian tour 
operators were analyzed. This content analysis re-
sulted in a list comprising 145 destinations. To re-
duce the list to a reasonable number of destinations, 
three additional data sources were consulted. First, 
the number of tourist arrivals and overnight stays 
was checked in order to identify major destinations 
in terms of visitors. As a second criterion, destina-
tions that hosted the FIS World Cup in the past 
were selected. In a third step, representatives of na-
tional tourist offices in Austria were interviewed 
to finally validate the list of alpine skiing destina-
tions. A total of 29 alpine skiing destinations in 11 
countries were used for the task of sorting data. 
Among these were (in alphabetical order of coun-
try): Flachau, Kirchberg, Kitzbühel, Ramsau, Saal-
bach, Schladming, Zell am See (Austria); Lake 
Louise, Whistler (Canada); Špindleru˚v (Czech Re-
public); Chamonix, Val d’Isère (France); Gar-
misch-Partenkirchen, Oberstdorf (Germany); Alta 
Badia, Bormio, Cortina d’Ampezzo, Gröden, Ses-
triere (Italy); Zakopane (Poland); Jasna (Slovakia); 
Kranjska Gora (Slovenia); Adelboden, Davos, St. 
Moritz, Wengen, Zermatt (Switzerland); Aspen 
and Vail (USA). As destination accessibility and 
familiarity may confound results, the skiing desti-
nations which are located in North America (four 
destinations) as well as those located in the Eastern 
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European countries (four destinations) were ex-
cluded from subsequent analyses.
Data Collection
For data collection, seven interviewers were 
trained in a tutorial session and provided with in-
structions to guide interviewees through the task of 
sorting data. Data collection included five steps. 
First, all 29 cards with one destination printed on 
each card were presented to each participant. Study 
participants were asked to build as many piles of 
cards as they wanted (i.e., the number of piles was 
unconstrained and therefore subject chosen). As a 
sorting criterion interchangeability of objects (des-
tinations) was preferred to similarity. This decision 
was based on Mazanec (1976), who points out that 
interchangeability better represents perceived sub-
stitutes. In doing so, subjects were asked to sort 
destinations they perceived as interchangeable into 
the same pile. At the same time, participants were 
informed that it was irrelevant whether they had 
heard of the name of a destination before or not to 
ensure that simply separating the unknown from 
the known destinations was not an issue in this 
study. However, in one case it was necessary to ask 
the participant to redo the sorting as it was based on 
separating the familiar from the nonfamiliar ones. 
In a second step, participants were asked to identify 
the top three piles in terms of which destinations 
they preferred to visit or which destinations ap-
peared attractive to them. For this task, the choice 
was left to the study participants if they equally 
preferred two or three piles. Thus, respondents 
were not forced to rank the piles, but to identify the 
piles that they preferred. Destination attractiveness 
was used to signal that the preference for destina-
tions rather than the actual propensity to visit was 
an issue. Then, in a further step, participants as-
signed words to each pile they had built using a pre-
defined list of 18 emotional terms. The emotional 
terms included nouns frequently associated with 
destinations and were taken from Mazanec (1994). 
Examples used were words such as joy, luxury, ad­
venture, culture, and hospitality to name a few. For 
proper coding, interviewers were instructed to put 
letters written on cards next to the piles and then to 
enter these letters as columns in a grid printed on a 
piece of paper. The rows of the grid showed the 18 
emotional terms. The piece of paper was given to 
the respondents and they were asked to mark the 
terms that were suitable for each pile separately. 
The forth step of data collection aimed at capturing 
destination familiarity. For each of the 29 destina-
tions, participants were asked to specify (1) places 
that were close to their home town, (2) destinations 
they had visited for skiing in the past, (3) destina-
tions they knew by name, and (4) names of places 
they had not heard of before. The data collection 
process concluded with a questionnaire asking 
study participants about their general travel and 
skiing experience, as well as demographic data.
Sample Description
Sampling units are individuals living in Austria. 
To achieve a rather homogeneous sample, only 
people experienced in skiing were part of this 
study. In total, 83 subjects participated in the study 
(59.1% employees). The sample size is sufficient 
according to Coxon (1999), who points out that the 
number of objects (cards) used for sorting may 
even outnumber the number of subjects inter-
viewed. A closer look at the sorting shows that the 
29 destinations are sorted into 5.4 piles on average 
with a range between 3 and 10 piles. In terms of the 
number of objects sorted into each pile, the normal-
ized height value is 0.2 with a range from 0.1 to 0.5. 
(The value would be 0 if each pile consisted of one 
object only and 1 if all objects were in one pile.) 
The time elapsed for sorting ranges from 2 to 14 
minutes with a mean of 4.5 minutes.
In the present study, the sample comprises 60.2% 
females and 39.8% males. The majority of the par-
ticipants’ nationalities is Austrian (84.3%) fol-
lowed by Italian (9.6%), German (2 participants), 
Bosnian, Serbian, and Hungarian (one participant, 
respectively). The average age is 34.1 with a range 
from 19 to 69 years. More than one third holds a 
university degree (36.1%), and half of the sample 
(49.4%) completed the “Matura” (a school leaving 
exam equivalent to A-levels). In terms of general 
travel frequency, 92.8% of the respondents go on 
holiday at least once per year. Moreover, more than 
half of the respondents (55.4%) go on skiing vaca-
tion one or more times a year and consider them-
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selves “experts” in terms of skiing skills (51.0%). 
Only 5% never go on skiing holidays due to the fact 
that they live close to a skiing destination.
Data Analysis
Data analysis includes a three-step procedure. 
First, disjunctive hierarchical clustering is applied 
to identify competing destinations using the R sys-
tem (version 2.10.1) for statistical computing (R 
Development Core Team, 2009). Second, by means 
of multidimensional scaling, insights are gained 
into which connotations respondents associate with 
the respective skiing destinations. For this analysis, 
the smacof package, as implemented in the R sys-
tem, is used (De Leeuw & Mair, 2009). The last 
step of data analysis aims at validating findings re-
sulting from the two preceding methods (i.e., hier-
archical clustering and multidimensional scaling). 
In doing so, nondisjunctive clustering is applied us-
ing the program Clip (Mazanec, 1976). Burton’s Z 
is used as a distance measure (Burton, 1975) be-
cause it considers the objects’ probabilities of being 
in the same categories, as well as being in different 
ones. The Z measure assigns a higher weight to 
small cells and is therefore the best measure when 
cell size differences are relevant (Burton, 1975).
Results
Destination Familiarity
The level of how familiar respondents are with 
skiing destinations varies by country. The most 
popular destinations in terms of actual visits are lo-
cated in Austria. Among these are Schladming 
(61.4%), Saalbach (60.1%), and Flachau (59.0%). 
The most infrequently visited destinations are 
Bormio, Oberstdorf, and Sestriere (1.2% each). 
However, concerning familiarity by name, all des-
tinations are rather well known to many of the re-
spondents, with Davos (75.9%), Obersdorf (77.1%), 
Zermatt, and Kirchberg (79.5% each) being the 
least well known.
By means of correlation analysis, the relation-
ship between distance to skiing destination (based 
on home town) and attractiveness ratings was ex-
amined. The results showed a low correlation be-
tween the two variables for Alta Badia (correlation 
coefficient = 0.232, p = 0.05). For all other destina-
tions, no significant correlation was found between 
attractiveness and distance to destination. Another 
correlation analysis was used to examine the rela-
tionship between destination attractiveness and 
level of knowledge (three levels: “I have already 
skied there,” “I know the destination by name,” “I 
have never heard of this destination before”). Re-
sults showed no significant correlation between at-
tractiveness and level of knowledge for any of the 
21 destinations.
Hierarchical Clustering
Based on the similarity matrix derived from the 
sorting task (Burton’s Z), hierarchical clustering 
with the complete linkage procedure is applied. 
Considering the cluster dendrogram (see Fig. 1), a 
three-cluster solution seems appropriate.
Table 1 summarizes the results and characterizes 
clusters based on familiarity, attractiveness, and 
emotional connotations. An obvious national/geo-
graphical orientation can be found. This is espe-
cially true for the adventurous alternatives (cluster 
2), which comprises only Italian skiing destina-
tions, and the traditional long­time favorites (clus-
ter 1), where almost all Austrian skiing destinations 
are combined with the two Bavarian (Germany) 
ones. Additionally, considering the hierarchical na-
ture of the cluster solution (see Fig. 1), the two Ba-
varian destinations Garmisch-Partenkirchen and 
Oberstdorf, are merged with the bulk of Austrian 
ones rather late. In contrast, the touch of luxury 
(cluster 3) seems to be opposed to a purely national 
assembly. With the exception of Germany, all na-
tions are represented in this cluster. Even though 
Swiss and French destinations dominate the cluster, 
the finding that one Austrian (Kitzbühel) and one 
Italian (Gröden) destination group together with 
them is worth examining. Checking the commen-
taries recorded during the sorting task, the analysis 
shows that these destinations are frequently per-
ceived as high-end destinations and associated with 
some kind of luxury.
Destinations of all clusters are almost equally 
well known to the respondents (see Table 1). How-
ever, the clusters differ regarding destination at-
tractiveness/preference and emotional connota-
tions. As mentioned above, respondents were asked 
to identify their top three piles based on preference 
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and attractiveness. Then a score for attractiveness 
is derived by simple weighting. In doing so, desti-
nations that are ranked first, second, and third get 3, 
2, and 1 attractiveness points, respectively. The at-
tractiveness score for each destination is calculated 
as the sum of attractiveness points. For emotional 
connotations, the percentage of respondents assign-
ing the specific emotional term to the destination is 
examined. In order to detect significant differences 
between the five clusters, Kruskal-Wallis tests are 
applied. Table 1 summarizes the results. Basically, 
these results are used for assigning names to the 
specific clusters.
Traditional long­time favorites are the ones that 
have been visited most frequently. Touch of luxury 
and traditional long­time favorites are the ones 
considered to be the most attractive skiing destina-
tions (see Table 1). Difference in attractiveness be-
comes only significant when putting traditional 
long­time favorites and touch of luxury in one 
group, and testing their overall attractiveness 
against the adventurous alternative’s, which results 
in a significance value of p = 0.089 (Mann-Whit-
ney U-test). Looking at the emotional connotations, 
traditional long­time favorites clearly outperform 
the other two clusters with regard to more tradition-
al values, such as tradition, naturalness, health, 
sympathy, sociability, security, coziness, and hos-
pitality. In contrast, destinations of the cluster touch 
of luxury are associated with luxury and openness, 
and the adventurous alternatives are linked to ad-
venture and freedom.
Considering co-occurrence of skiing destina-
tions in the clusters, it seems as if the most popular 
ones (Schladming, Saalbach, and Flachau, see 
above) also strongly compete with each other. At 
first sight, results show that skiing destinations 
compete with other destinations within the same 
national boundaries. However, results also show 
that the luxury argument partly overcomes this 
Figure 1. Cluster dendrogram of disjunctive hierarchical clustering solution.
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stringent criterion of categorizing destinations 
purely based on geographical realities.
Multidimensional Scaling (MDS)
When looking at descriptive results, this study 
shows that respondents frequently associate desti-
nations with words such as pleasure (57.7%), cos­
mopolitan, (55.2%), sun (51.5%), and hospitality 
(50.2%). Connotations that are used rarely to char-
acterize skiing destinations are sex (27.2%) and 
boredom (14.5%). On average, 6.1 words were as-
signed to each pile. For the MDS analysis, Euclid-
ean distances are used. As stated earlier, the input 
data for this analysis are connotations associated 
with the 21 skiing destinations. Figure 1 shows the 
skiing destinations in a spheric connotative space 
map. With a stress of 0.005 the goodness-of-fit for 
the solution in three dimensions is very good.
In Figure 2, the MDS solution shows that all 
Austrian destinations, with the exception of Kitz-
bühel, group closely together. These destinations 
also evoked the most emotional connotations. Kitz-
bühel, St. Moritz, Gröden, and Wengen are also 
among the peak regions as far as emotional conno-
tations are concerned. These destinations represent 
the 10 most attractive ones and are generally visited 
more often than the other destinations. In contrast 
to that, the bulk of destinations in the upper left part 
of the figure were associated with only a few emo-
tional terms, which indicates that connotations are 
more fuzzy and unclear for these destinations.
Comparing the disjunctive hierarchical cluster-
ing solution with the MDS solution, results are 
partly consistent. This is best shown for the tradi­
tional long­time favorites, which are all located in 
the upper right part of the MDS solution (see Fig. 
2). The adventurous alternatives can be found in 
the middle of Figure 2, but here they overlap with 
the touch of luxury cluster. The destinations of the 
latter are most widely dispersed. So, the separation 
of these two clusters becomes less clear when it 
comes to emotional connotations. However, the 
MDS solution also supports the notion of a luxury 
dimension within the data outreaching national 
boundaries. Figure 2 clearly separates the two des-
tinations most often associated with luxury (St. 
Moritz and Kitzbühel) from Oberstdorf, which is 
the destination that is least frequently perceived as 
luxurious. Figure 3 shows another arrangement of 
Table 1
Description of Disjunctive Hierarchical Clustering Solution
Traditional Long-Time Favorites 
(Cluster 1) (Flachau, Garmisch-
Partenkirchen, Kirchberg, 
Oberstdorf, Ramsau, Saalbach, 
Schladming, Zell am See)
 Adventurous Alternatives 
(Cluster 2) (Alta Badia, 
Bormio, Cortina 
d’Ampezzo, Sestriere)
Touch of Luxury (Cluster 3) 
(Adelboden, Chamonix, 
Davos, Gröden, Kitzbühel, 
St. Moritz, Val d’Isère, 
Wengen, Zermatt)
At least known by name (%) 92.8 89.8 89.8
Attractiveness score 127.8 105.3 125.0
Actual visitation (%) 35.5(15.1) 7.2 (7.3) 10.2 (9.1)
Tradition (%) 59.5(16.6) 25.3 (3.0) 40.0 (9.6)
Luxury (%) 22.0 (4.5) 42.5(11.0) 59.2(16.8)
Naturalness (%) 52.1(17.3) 26.8 (6.5) 27.4 (7.4)
Health (%) 50.1(16.0) 33.4 (5.6) 38.2 (8.9)
Romance (%) 43.2(13.4) 29.8 (3.0) 42.2(12.4)
Sympathy (%) 55.7(15.9) 34.3 (8.0) 35.6 (8.0)
Freedom (%) 32.1(12.6) 36.1(15.9) 27.6 (7.4)
Sociability (%) 60.1(16.8) 33.7 (6.1) 37.5 (8.0)
Adventure (%) 26.4 (4.8) 42.2(16.1) 40.3(14.2)
Security (%) 48.6(17.3) 9.0 (4.1) 17.1 (8.5)
Cosiness (%) 59.9(17.1) 32.8 (5.5) 35.6 (8.0)
Hospitality (%) 69.1(16.9) 41.3 (7.5) 45.1 (7.3)
Openness (%) 48.2 (5.1) 59.0(12.4) 64.4(15.6)
With the exception of “at least known by name” and “attractiveness score,” all differences are significant at p < 0.05, based on 
the Kruskal-Wallis Test. Tested mean ranks are given in parentheses.
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dimensions of the MDS solution. Numbers in the 
plot represent the destinations’ ranking concerning 
luxury. The plot shows an almost continuous in-
crease in luxury from the top to the bottom. Conse-
quently, also for the MDS solution luxury seems to 
be an important influencing factor when it comes to 
the categorization of destinations based on their in-
terchangeability.
Nondisjunctive Clustering
While disjunctive hierarchical clustering forces 
each skiing destination into one cluster exclusively, 
in nondisjunctive hierarchical clustering one desti-
nation can be part of other clusters as well. This 
approach is considered to more truthfully reflect 
competition between destinations as one product or 
destination may compete in different groups of 
products or destinations at the same time (Mazan-
ec, 1976, 1978, 2010). In this study, the Clip clus-
tering routine (Mazanec, 1976, 1978) is applied, 
which builds on Peay (1975). As input data, the 
similarity matrix that resulted from the sorting task 
(Burton’s Z) is used.
Table 2 depicts groupings for five selected levels 
of dissimilarity. In total, the Clip procedure offers 
128 levels of dissimilarity. Numbers in brackets 
identify the level of dissimilarity. At the lowest 
level (0.511), only two skiing destinations enter 
one cluster, namely Garmisch-Partenkirchen and 
Oberstdorf. On the next level (0.560), there are al-
ready overlapping clusters. Destinations in these 
overlapping clusters all are Austrian ones and be-
long to the most well-known destinations. On the 
Figure 2. MDS solution.
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25th level of dissimilarity (0.619), Gröden and 
Wengen are still not part of any cluster. At this lev-
el, all other destinations have entered at least one 
cluster. Considering the rather homogeneous group 
of Austrian skiing destinations (Flachau, Ramsau, 
Saalbach, Zell am See, Schladming, Kirchberg; 
with the exception of Kitzbühel), Schladming and 
Kirchberg seem to be the most distinct destinations 
within this group. These two destinations are not 
part of the same cluster, but both share a cluster 
with all other four destinations. It is worth mention-
ing that the Swiss destinations arrange pair-wise 
and overlap, but they do not occur in one conjoint 
cluster. Additionally, Val d’Isère does not only 
share a cluster with Chamonix (which is in confor-
mity with both the hierarchical clustering and the 
MDS solution) but also enters another cluster with 
Sestriere—a destination that is rather far away in 
the hierarchical clustering solution. In the MDS so-
lution, due to the blurring of the touch of luxury and 
adventurous alternatives, Sestriere is closer to Val 
d’Isère. This finding might hint at other (hidden) 
factors that destinations may compete against. Con-
sistent with the two other solutions, Kitzbühel and 
St. Moritz again group together.
Further up the hierarchy of dissimilarity (0.664), 
Gröden and Wengen also enter one cluster. At this 
level, Bormio and Cortina d’Ampezzo occur to-
gether in three different clusters. They seem to 
compete on the one hand with destinations within 
their national boundaries, and, on the other hand, 
with the French Val d’Isère. St. Moritz also shows 
up in three different clusters. Of these, one contains 
all Swiss destinations (with the exception of Wen-
gen), one combines St. Moritz and Kitzbühel, and 
one puts St. Moritz and Chamonix together. While 
the most well-known and visited destinations (i.e., 
the Austrian ones) seem to compete only with each 
Figure 3. MDS solution showing luxury rankings.
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other (with the exception of Kitzbühel), the less 
well-known destinations’ competition appears to 
be more differentiated. Again, the categorization 
based on the argument of luxury is the dominating 
factor that creates overlapping, cross-national clus-
ters (i.e., Chamonix—St. Moritz; Bormio—Cortina 
d’Ampezzo—Sestriere—Val d’Isère; Kitzbühel—
St. Moritz; Adelboden—Gröden—Wengen).
On the highest level of dissimilarity (0.810), 
only two clusters are left, which overlap consider-
ably. One can see that the destinations that are far-
thest apart are Val d’Isère (which is not included in 
the first of the two clusters), Kirchberg, and Ramsau 
(both do not belong to the second cluster).
Conclusion
The aim of this study was to gain insights into 
individuals’ categorization of destinations based on 
perceived substitutability. More specifically, the 
focus of this study was to learn more about which 
cues travelers use as major criteria for destination 
evaluation and perceived competitive structure. It 
was proposed that the categorization of destina-
tions is mostly dominated by geographic percep-
tions/national borders. In addition, the study inves-
tigated which emotional elements are used for 
destination evaluation. The results of the study 
showed that study participants were influenced by 
geographical as well as emotional elements when 
identifying competing destinations. This finding is 
in line with the work by Mansfeld (1992), who 
found that the decision maker considers both func-
tional/utilitarian and emotional elements when 
making risky decisions, such as purchasing a tour-
ism service.
To date, the bulk of existing research mainly fo-
cused on choice-set approaches to decision making 
and evaluation of alternatives. The composition of 
different sets, such as the consideration and the 
evoked set, was investigated and used to detect 
competing destinations (e.g., Ankomah, Crompton, 
& Baker, 1996). While the focus of studies investi-
gating choice-sets is on the process of how a deci-
sion is finally made, the present study focused on 
investigating criteria that are used to evaluate dif-
ferent destinations. In doing so, a list of predefined 
destination alternatives was used to give consider-
Table 2
Groupings for Selected Levels of Dissimilarity
Level of 
Dissimilarity Groupings (Separated by **)
0.511 (1) Bormio ** Chamonix ** Gröden ** Schladming ** Sestriere ** Davos ** Adelboden ** St. Moritz ** 
Kirchberg ** Kitzbühel ** Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Oberstdorf ** Saalbach ** Wengen ** Alta Badia ** 
Flachau ** Val d’Isère ** Zermatt ** Cortina d’Ampezzo ** Ramsau ** Zell am See **
0.560 (10) Chamonix ** Gröden ** Schladming ** Sestriere ** Davos ** Adelboden ** St. Moritz ** Kirchberg ** 
Kitzbühel ** Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Oberstdorf ** Saalbach ** Wengen ** Alta Badia ** Flachau, Zell am 
See ** Val d’Isère ** Zermatt ** Cortina d’Ampezzo ** Ramsau **
0.619 (25) Alta Badia, Bormio, Cortina d’Ampezzo ** Chamonix, Val d’Isère ** Gröden ** Sestriere, Val d’Isère ** 
Davos, Zermatt ** Adelboden, Zermatt ** St. Moritz, Zermatt ** Flachau, Kirchberg, Ramsau, Saalbach, 
Zell am See ** Kitzbühel, St. Moritz ** Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Oberstdorf ** Bormio, Sestriere ** 
Wengen ** Flachau, Ramsau, Saalbach Schladming, Zell am See **
0.664 (41) Chamonix, St. Moritz ** Chamonix, Val d’Isère ** Alta Badia, Bormio Cortina d’Ampezzo, Gröden ** 
Bormio, Cortina d’Ampezzo, Sestriere, Val d’Isère** Flachau, Kirchberg, Ramsau, Saalbach, Schladming, 
Zell am See ** Kitzbühel, St. Moritz ** Garmisch-Partenkirchen, Oberstdorf ** Alta Badia, Bormio, Cortina 
d’Ampezzo, Sestriere** Adelboden, Gröden, Wengen ** Flachau, Kitzbühel, Saalbach, Schladming, Zell am 
See ** Adelboden, Davos, St. Moritz, Zermatt **
0.810 (128) Adelboden, Alta Badia, Bormio, Chamonix, Cortina d’Ampezzo, Davos, Flachau, Garmisch-Partenkirchen, 
Gröden, Kirchberg, Kitzbühel, Oberstdorf, Ramsau, Saalbach, Schladming, Sestriere, St. Moritz, Wengen, 
Zell am See, Zermatt ** Alta Badia, Bormio, Chamonix, Cortina d’Ampezzo, Davos, Flachau, Garmisch, 
Gröden, Kitzbühel, Oberstdorf, Saalbach, Schladming, Sestriere, St. Moritz, Val d’Isère, Wengen, Zell am 
See, Zermatt
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ation to a situation where a traveler browses through 
travel offers such as it would be in the case of leaf-
ing through travel catalogues. With this approach, 
detecting competing destinations is not limited to a 
person’s recall or late choice set. Moreover, infor-
mation is also gained on how travelers evaluate 
destinations they would not consider for their desti-
nation choice process.
In the present study, the method of unconstrained 
sorting data was used to identify competitors based 
on travelers’ perception. Study participants were 
unconstrained, acknowledging the fact that destina-
tions can compete on a multitude of factors (i.e., 
not being limited to identify competitors based on 
price, image, etc.). Three different techniques of 
data analysis were applied. A comparison of the re-
sults shows that all three approaches deliver rather 
consistent results. Nevertheless, moving from the 
most restrictive method (i.e., hierarchical cluster-
ing, which forces destinations into mutually exclu-
sive clusters) to more flexible methods (i.e., MDS, 
which, in this case, reduces the high dimensionality 
of emotional connotations to a three-dimensional 
sphere and nondisjunctive clustering, which allows 
overlapping clusters) deepens the insights gained. 
Undoubtedly, national boundaries are a dominant 
factor when considering the categorization of ski-
ing destinations based on interchangeability. Addi-
tionally, the level of familiarity serves as a criterion 
for destination grouping, as can be seen in the hier-
archical clustering solution. Nevertheless, the hier-
archical clustering solution shows that luxury as a 
criterion has the power to establish distinct clusters. 
In the MDS solution, the most well-known destina-
tions remain close together, while the two other 
clusters of the hierarchical clustering solution get 
blurred. Additionally, the luxury argument seems 
to hold, as a luxury continuum was found in the 
MDS visualization. Findings from nondisjunctive 
clustering further strengthen the argument of luxu-
ry as an important emotional element for categori-
zation next to nationhood. Finally, results show that 
national boundaries are not always clusters’ bound-
aries at the same time. More specifically, clusters 
overlap for destinations of the same country. Nev-
ertheless, the obvious reflection of national borders 
in the results might strengthen the argument for 
destination competitiveness research on the nation-
al level. Further research might aim at identifying 
when the lower-than-national levels come into play 
during the decision making process.
In general, destination marketing organizations 
strive for a good position in their customers’ minds 
by means of advertising, promotion, and marketing 
communications. Marketers responsible for skiing 
destinations can easily identify competing destina-
tions based on functional attributes such as pricing, 
lengths of slopes, number of ski-lifts, bed capaci-
ties, overnight stays, etc. However, knowing how 
destinations compete based on emotional attributes 
can deliver even more valuable insights in terms of 
a destination’s distinctiveness and uniqueness. The 
results of this study show that, on the one hand, 
places people are familiar with are particularly 
prone to evoking a multitude of associations. On 
the other hand, findings also show that people do 
not actually need to visit a destination to have emo-
tions about it, but that media communication can 
also easily convey emotions about a place. There-
fore, marketers responsible for skiing destinations 
are well advised to use this potential for image 
building. They should focus on increasing people’s 
awareness by means of communicating the destina-
tion’s emotional attributes. In addition, marketers 
should consider that factors such as destination at-
tractiveness and preference are not the only criteria 
that identify competitors. The results of this study 
show that in people’s minds, destinations compete 
in a multitude of different criteria that cannot al-
ways be made explicit.
This study has several shortcomings. First, this 
study only focused on Austrian residents and skiing 
offers tailored to the Austrian travel market. De-
spite the advantage of using a homogeneous sample 
in terms of interpretability, the generalization of re-
sults to the broader population is limited. It goes 
without saying that the categorization of destina-
tions for other nationalities or less experienced ski-
ers would deliver different results. In order to gain 
a more global perspective on skiing destination 
competitiveness, this study should be replicated in 
different countries with more variation in skiing 
ability levels. Secondly, the results of this study 
need additional examination in terms of validity. 
For instance, paired comparison could deliver valu-
able insights into perceived competitive structure. 
The comparison of two objects at a time might im-
ply reduced cognitive effort for individuals. Third-
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ly, and most importantly, no differentiation of sort-
ing criteria was made. Although respondents were 
not constrained in their sorting, these relaxed task 
specifications have the disadvantage that respon-
dents can have different rationales for sorting data. 
The think-aloud protocols reveal that destinations 
were sorted partly based on destination attractive-
ness, partly based on geographical characteristics 
among other sorting criteria. In a nutshell, based on 
the results of this study, additional studies are need-
ed to investigate different criteria or market seg-
ments that may create various levels of competition 
between destinations. Future research should try to 
learn more about the levels (i.e., national, regional, 
etc.) on which destinations compete in relation to 
an individual’s decision-making process for desti-
nation choice.
Note
1Woodside and Lysonski (1989) operationalize consider-
ation sets as embracing those destinations that spontaneous-
ly come into travelers’ minds. This conceptualization, there-
fore, is not in conformity with Decrop’s (2006) understanding 
but is rather close to Howard’s (1977) conceptualization of 
“evoked set.”
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